k0104ros.pdf

Pat Roschewski with Chris Gallagher and Jody Isernhagen, "Nebraskans Reach for
The STARS," Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 82, No. 8, April 2001, pp. 611-615.

Copyright Notice

Phi Delta Kappa International, Inc., holds copyright to this article, which
may be reproduced or otherwise used only in accordance with U.S. law
governing fair use. MULTIPLE copies, in print and electronic formats, may
not be made or distributed without express permission from Phi Delta
Kappa International, Inc. All rights reserved.

Please fax permission requests to the attention of KAPPAN Permissions
Editor at 812/339-0018 or e-mail permission requests to
kappan@pdkintl.org.



Nebraskans Reach for
The STARS

The Nebraska STARS plan is ambitious; i1t is idealistic; 1t is the right thing to do for the
right reasons to get the right results, the authors maintain.

BY PAT ROSCHEWSKI WITH CHRIS GALLAGHER AND JODY ISERNHAGEN

Decisions about whether or not students are learning should not take place in the legislature, the governor’s office,
or the department of education. They should take place in the classroom, because that is where learning occurs.

N THE SPIRIT typica of independ-
ent and hard-working Nebraskans,
policy makers and educatorsare col-
laboratively building an assessment
system that has not been attempted
inany other state. Theintent of Ne-
braskds School-based Teacher-led
Assessment and Reporting System (STARS)
isto do the right things for the right rea-
sons in order to obtain the right results.
The STARS planisvery different from oth-
er states school “reform” approaches tha
are based on external mandates and com-
pliance. TheNebraskaapproachto school
accountability isinternd. It is based on the
premise of school improvement, and, ac-
cording to Chris Gallagher, it gives edu-
cators “a seat at the table.”*

Gallagher’s premise is accurate. Asa
26-year veteran Nebraska educator, | have
participated in thisprocesson boththelo-
cal and state levels. In each role— that of
ateacher, an adminigtrator, and now agtate
facilitator — | have had the opportunity to
be “seated at the table” and to contribute
to Nebraskds plan, which will measureand
vaidate student learning and high-quality
teaching. The STARS plan brings together
the best of both worlds: gudent learning is
foremost, but publicaccountability ispro-
vided aswdl. Indeed, STARS places the re-
sponshility of teaching and learning where
it belongs. The teachers and administra-
torswho crestehigh-qudlity learning environ-

— Douglas Christensen, Commissioner
Nebraska Department of Education

mentsinthe 585 schoal digrictsin the state
will be directly involved in affirming the
quality and in measuring the learning of
the studentsin their classrooms.

Why Would Nebraska
Choose to Be Different?

As the 49th state to adopt an assess-
ment system, Nebraska has learned from
thechallengesand problemsfaced by oth-
er states that have implemented single tests
or high-stakes accountability models. Ne-
braskans have made adeliberate decision
to avoid the pitfalls caused by the misuse
of information from standardized tests. Na-
tionally normed standardized achievement
tests do indeed have a purpose; they pro-
videameans of comparing students knowl-
edgeor skillsto those of students natior+
ally. But asasingle measure, they are not
in and of themselves enough to gauge the
quality of education.

According to James Popham,there are
three primary reasons that standardized
achievement tests should not be used asa
single measurement of educational quali-
ty.2 Thefirst reason isthat norm-referenced
standardized tests do not match what is

taught in the local curriculum. In fact, a
study conducted by the Buros Center for
Testing at the University of Nebraska in
1998 discovered that the five primary stan-
dardized achievement testsmatch only 35%
to 40% of the Nebraska state standards. It
would make no sense to use one of these
instruments to measure the effectiveness
of student learning in Nebraskas schools
when the test items reflect only some of
the state's content standards.

Sacond, becausethe purposeof the norm-
referenced standardized achievement test
is to “differentiate between student scores’
and create a score variance, items on which
most students perform well are generally
not included on thetests. If most students
dowell on anitem,that item will produce
toolittle variancein test scoresto be use-
ful for comparisons. Ironically then, the bet-
ter thejob that teachersdoin teachingim-
portant knowledge or skills,the less like-
ly itisthat such knowledge and skillswill
be tested!

Third, the types of test items that ap-
pear on standardized achievement tests re-
flect more than what is taught in school;
SuCCess on some items is a measure of a
student’sinnate intellectual ability, while
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success on others represents the student's
opportunity to learn out of school. Often
this opportunity isrelated to a student's so-
cioeconomic status. So to use these types
of tests solely to judge the eff ectiveness of
schooling would bein error. As Popham re-
marks, “ Employing standardized achieve-
ment tests to ascertain educational quality
islike measuring temperaturewith atable-
gpoon.”* Standardized achievement tedts are
valid measures for what they are intended
to do, but they should not be expected to
serve as the sole measures of high-quality
education. Yet many states have made the
mistake of using them for that very purpose.
Nebraskds schools are determined to make
better decisonsfor their sudentsby learn-
ing from the experiences of other states.

Each Nebraska school valuesitslocal
curriculumand itsethical approach to ed-
ucation. Uniqueand responsivetoitscon-
stituents, each of the 585 school districts
must validate to the local community the
high-quality education that it provides to
the children being served. As Nebraskans
hear about the situationsin other statesin
which the curriculum is being narrowed
by state-mandated testing or in which un-
ethical practices are occurring as aresult
of testing, we know that we do not want
our students, teachers, administrators, or
schoolsto experiencethe sameill effects.
In other statesthe negative impact of nar-
rowing the curriculum is undeniable. Time
is spent on test preparation rather than on
instruction. In arecent Kappan editorial,
Pauline Gough cites several examples. An
Indianafifth-grade teacher spendsall year
preparing students for the statewide test,
administered to sixth-gradersin early au-
tumn. A retired teacher bemoans the fact
that “all thethingswe did that made learn-
ing funand that made childrenlove school
are out the window.” In North Carolina,
educators have “focused on the informa-
tion to betested, with higher-order think-
ing and problem solving . . . often falling
by the wayside.”* Debra Viadero reports
information from aresearcher & Rice Uni-
versity in Houston who contendsthat Texas
children are being shortchanged because
they read no prose from fall until January;
ingtead, these students are reading the types
of literaturetha arefound on the datetests®
Narrowing our local curriculum to what
might appear on a state test is unaccept-
able to Nebraskans.

Nebraska's policy makers and educa-
tors have decided that it would make no

sensefor astatejust beginning to build an
assessment system from scratch to know-
ingly follow such paths. Nebraskanstake
to heart the suggestion by Lorrie Shep-
ard, aprofessor of research methodology
at the University of Colorado and outgo-
ing president of the American Education-
al Research Association, who made clear
inViaderd's article that the appropriate god
for educatorsshould be tofind waysto guard
againg the “negative effects of externadly
imposed tests and to develop classroom as-
sessment practices that can be trusted to
help students take the next stepsin learn-
ing.”® Because Nebraskans are unwilling
to do harm to students and teachers with
the standardized teging moddsinthe coun-
try today or to giveup the depth and breadth
of the local curriculum that is so valued
by Nebraska's schools, we are compelled
to do exactly as Shepard has suggested.

Assessment Affirmation,
Not Reform

Nebraska has not been forced into the
accountability mode by failing schools. On
the contrary, Nebraskas students consis-
tently rank high on National Assessment
of Educationd Progressand ACT tests. The
state is not forced to “back up” or “fix”
anything; it can start at the beginning and
approach standards, assessment, and ac-
countability in the right way. In the spirit
of renewal, Nebraska iswilling to invest
its resources in its educators to reinforce
and even improve the high-quality educa-
tion taking place in the state's 585 school
districts.

Because Nebraska's schools are per-
forming well and are focused on contin-
uous school improvement,the state is not
forced into making decisions about wheth-
er students are learning or schools are ef -
fective on the basis of a single, once-a
year test. The state does not need to “ doc-
ument deviance” as suggested by Joseph
Strayhornin hisbook The Competent Child,’
but rather isin a position to provide “as-
sessment affirmation.” Decisionsthat de-
terminewhether or not studentsarelearn-
ing can belocal ones based on abalanced
approach, onethat combines evidence from
both gandardized tests and day-to-day dass-
room assessments.

The latter, according to Richard Stig-
gins,arethe assessmentsthat we have“ all
but ignored in our journey to school im-
provement. . . . If assessment isnot work-

ing effectively in our classrooms every day,
then assessment at all other leves (district,
date, nationd, or internationd) represents
acomplete wagte of time and money.”® Lo-
ca control, greatly valued in Nebraska,is
honored in the school-based, teacher-led
approach. Within individual school didtricts
and classrooms are the administrators and
teachers who cregte standards-basad class
rooms, who identify and teach to the stan-
dards, who measure student achievement,
and who adjud their instruction to the data
obtained. As Deborah Meier points out,
the United States is not in danger of too
much loca control, but itismissing oppor-
tunities for balance. Meier would further
contend that power should beplaced in the
hands of those whose agendaisfirst and
foremost thelearning of particular groups
of children.® If alearner or teacher believes
that learning or teaching is out of his or
her control ,the motivationisexternal,and
the results are arbitrary at best. In the irit
of renewal and continuous local school im-
provement, Nebraska moves forward with
its plan.

L egidative Support

Inthe spring of 2000, the Nebraskaleg-
idature passed L.B. 812, which supports
the school-based and teacher-led initiative.
Proposad by Commissioner Douglas Chris-
tensen and the state board of education,the
STARSplanrepresentsacompromisebe-
tween local control and state support. The
plan provides flexibility for districtsin the
assessment tool sthey usebut still requires
school districts to adopt standards, to re-
port annually on the success of their stu-
dentson the standards, and to participatein
adatewidewriting assessment. Thelegis-
lation supportsa“ phase-in” gpproach, which
requires the reporting of one content area
inthree grade levels each year in conjunc-
tion with a statewide writing assessment.
The reporting beginswith reading and writ-
ingintheyear 2001, to befoll owed by math-
ematics and writing in 2002, science and
writingin 2003, and socia studiesand writ-
ing in 2004. The legidlation calls for the
identification by in-stete and nationdly rec-
ognized assessment experts of “model as-
sessments’ at the end of each reporting
year so that school districts will have the
opportunity to adopt one of theidentified
models or adapt the qualities of the mode
for integration into their own. In thisway
the state provides flexibility and support



while school districts exercise local con-
trol over the curriculum and the measure-
ment of their students' learning.

In the fall of 2001 the state will pub-
lish a “ State of the Schools’ report that
will profileeach Nebraskaschool district.
School districtswill berated according to
how well they meet several specified cri-
teria:percentages of studentswho meet the
standards,quality of the assessments,and
achalengeindex for specified populations.
School digtricts will receive a*school per-
formance rating” based on these multiple
criteriaand the opportunity to seehow in-
dividual school districtscomparewiththe
state aggregate. In thisway the state does
not rank schoolsbut allowseach district's
performanceto bemeasured ontheidenti-
fied criteria. Statewide accountability mod-
els acriterion-referenced process and avoids
the potentidly harmful effects of norm-ref-
erenced comparisons and rank ordering.

Unwilling to impose amodel of exter-
nal mandates and compliance on Nebras-
ka's schools or to force them into asitu-
ation that narrows the curriculum and in-
vites unethical practice, thelegidature and
the state board of education have agreed
toinvestintheprofessionalismandexper-
tise of the statés educators. STARS allows
the educators in Nebraska to assess “for
learning” rather than merely to conduct as-
sessment “ of learning.”** Policy makersare
relying on teachers collective expertise and
are expecting Nebraska educators to en-
gage in a conversation focused on three
fundamental questions; What do we ex-
pect our students to know and be able to
do? How will we know that our students
arelearning?How will we useassessment
datato change classroom practiceandim-
prove instruction?

The state's policy makers believe that
engagement in this corversation requires
each teacher to know the clear learning
targets for his or her classroom, to teach to
and measure those expectations,and then
to use the assessment datato improve in-
struction. Nebraskds plan is clearly focused
on student learning and effective teaching.

A Balanced Assessment System

STARS s abalanced assessment sys
tem in two ways. Balance must exist not
only between the types of assessmentsused
in the local school districts but also be-
tween state direction and local flexibility.
Thelatter isperhapsthe more delicatebal -

anceto maintain. The state must establish
aframework of expectations and provide
leadership while till alowing choice for
local districts and encouraging their own
leadership. Appropriate balance will be
found when classroom and local curricu-
laare honored while statewide accounta-
bility is achieved.

School districts areincluding a balance

Because its schools

are performing well,

Nebraska is in a

position to provide

“assessment

affirmation.”

of formative (classroom, teacher-designed)
and summative (sandardized, large-scal€)
assessment in their planning. In combina-
tion, each district’ s assessment tools will
fully measure the standards and provide a
more complete picture of the success of
students in meeting them using their own
local curriculum. Typically, districts will
use the norm-referenced achievement tests
they are currently using that measure some
of the standards and add complementary,
formative assessment tools or classroom
assessmentsinorder to determinethesuc-
cessof their students. Thestatewidewrit-
ing assessment will provide an additional
snapshot of student achievement that will
complete the school’s portfolio of multiple
assessments.

The ef fectiveness of formative class-
room assessment is essentia to the Ne-
braska plan. Paul Black and Dylan Wil-
iam, two British educational researchers,
have been studying formati ve classroom
assessment and its implications for stu-
dent achievement. The results that Black
and Wiliam report have been amazing. In
several of their studies,they have discov-
ered that formative assessment can be a

powerful tool inimproving student learn-
ing. Feedback ontests, seatwork, and home-
work gives each pupil guidancein how to
improve, and when students are given help
and an opportunity to work on improverment,
student learning increases. When high-qudl-
ity formative assessment was used with stu-
dents, learning gains of as much as three
or four grade-equivalents or an improve-
ment of 15 percentile points occurred. Fur-
ther, their studies show that improved for-
mative assessment helps the (so-cdled) low
attainers more than the rest and that stu-
dents motivation and self-esteem were sig-
nificantly increased as well.*

Each school district will plan, design,
and articulate the combination of assess-
ment measures that they will implement
ina“district assessment plan,” which will
be submitted to the NebraskaDepartment
of Education. Thedepartment will review
this plan and provide feedback to the dis-
tricts. After the first round of assessment
is administered and results obtained and
reported, thedistrictswill submit their as-
sessmentsfor review. An evaluationby an
externd agency will provide additiond feed-
back, and the identification of “model as-
sessments’ will give school digtricts the op-
portunity to modify their own processesin
light of the models. This processisrepeat-
ed for each year's designated content area.

In this way, the Nebraska Department
of Education is designing a balanced ap-
proach:the state models and provides ed-
ucational leadership and direction while
local districts custom-fit the processto their
own needs.

Staff Development and
Assessment Literacy

The Nebraskainitiative is based on two
primary premises. Thefirgt isthat there must
be statewide professional development. Ne-
braska's educators must have accessto high-
qudity experiencesin assessment literacy
and assigance in understanding how to build
astandards-based dassroom — that is, how
to identify, teach to, and measure appropri-
ate student results Adminigtrators,too, must
have the opportunity to grow and to devel -
op their capacity for instructional |eader-
ship. The administrative role must beto ad-
vocate on behalf of balanced assessment
and its devel opment. Administrators must
understand how to recogni ze assessments
of high quality and know how to use them
effectively in order for schoolsto improve.



Perhaps even more important will be the
role of administrators asingtructional lead-
ers when assessment results are collected,
interpreted, and analyzed. Thisleadership
must trandateinto changed classroom prac-
ticeand instructional improvement.

STARS chdlengesall of Nebraska's ed-
ucatorsto take on new and expanded roles.
And they are responding to the challenge.
In a massive datewide initiative, educators
from more than 500 school districts are
working throughout the 2000-2001 school
year. Theseteachersand administratorshave
beendigningtheir locd curriculawith sate
standards,and they arelearning about and
dedgning criterion-referenced assessment.
Atadune2000workshopfor Nebraskateach-
ers Teri Niveen, an dementary teacher from
asmadl school,commented, “Weve dways
been assessing our students, but now we
arerelying less on intuition and are find-
ing methods to more accurately measure
the learning targets for kids. We are also
learning about somethingsthat wedo not
need to be teaching and other things that
we should emphasize” At the samework-
shop, Jackie Kelsay, an elementary princi-
pal, sated, “ This processwill definitely add
accountability. We have never really had
that before. Now we can show through gan-
dards what kids in fourth grade can do.”
Given the right kind of opportunity and
support to work collaboratively, Nebraskas
educatorsarenot just responding, they are
excelling!

In order to contribute to the develop-
ment of assessment literacy, Richard Stig-
gins of the Assessment Training Institute
of Portland, Oregon, hascontracted hisserv-
ices to develop assessment literacy through
the“learning team” modd. Teams of teach-
ers membersof educational serviceunits,
representatives of higher education, and
district personnel have received training
todeliver professional developmentinas-
sessment literacy. Each geographic areain
the stateisrepresented by alearning team
90 that dll digricts have accessto these pro-
fessond development opportunities.

The implications of developing assess-
ment literacy extend beyond inservicetrain-
ing. Ironicaly, asStigginshasobsarved, dass:
room teachers spend significant amounts
of timein assessment-related activities, but
they have not been prepared to be good
classroom assessors. “Teecher training pro-
grams have been notorious over the dec-

adesfor their lack of relevant assessment
information at both graduate and under -
graduate levels” Stiggins points out.”> Thus
conversation about preservice preparation
of teachers and administrators has begun
across the state among Nebraskas 17 in-
stitutions of higher education. Classeson
the undergraduate and graduate levels are
being planned, an assessment endorsement
isbeing proposed, and new programming
is being developed. The state's K-16 edu-
cation systemischallenged to addressthe
issue of preparing educators to be good
classroom assessors and preparing build-
ing adminigratorsto understand and accept
the tasks inherent in the measurement of
student resultsin a standards-based envi-
ronment. No longer are Nebraskans will-
ing to settlefor an“ assessment world stesped
in mystery and illusion, intimidation and
vulnerability, stress and anxiety."** Nebras-
kans are reaching to the STARS instead.

Assessment Quality

Currently, the capacity for assessment
writing variestremendously from district
to digtrict and from classroom to classroom.
The second premise of the Nebraska plan
isthat classroom teachers should be ale
to write high-quality assessments that will
accurately and reliably measure student re-
aults In order to reach this goal, the state
of Nebraska has contracted with the Buros
Center for Testing, whose staff members
have served as advisorsto the state and the
state’ s educators regarding the technical
qualities of good assessment. The center
has provided the state's educators with a
description of six indicators of high-qudli-
ty assessment. Thus the expectations are
clear for local school digtricts, educational
service units, administrators, and teachers
as they write the assessments to be used
tomeasurethestateor local standards. All
educators are able to use these materids to
self-assessthe instruments that they have
designed.

The sate'seducational service units have
been providing leadership for the project
of aligning the standards with local cur-
ricula as well as the assessment-writing
project. As teachers have been working
together with student resultsinmind, they
have addressed the two essentid questions:
What do we expect our students to knov
and be ableto do? And how will we know

that our students know these things and
candothem?Asthey ask and seek thean-
swers to the first two questions, the third
guestion islooming in their minds: How
will we adjust classroom practice to the
information that we gather?

The Nebraska STARS plan isamhitious;
itisidealistic; itistheright thingtodofor
theright reasons to get the right results. The
state approach is modeling exactly what it
expects of each school district and each
classroom: the measurement of results using
acriterion-referenced rather than anorm-
referenced, comparative process. The goal
of Nebraskasplanisto offer equity inas-
sessment for each student and for each dis-
trict. All of Nebraskds students and school
districts have the opportunity to know in
advance the expectations and then meas
ure themsel ves against those expectations
without fear of being compared. Nebras
kans intend to provide their students and
taxpayers with the best of both worlds high-
qudity teaching and learning with statewide
accountability. As Nebraskans reach for the
STARS, decisions about effective teaching
and learning will remain where they belong
— in Nebraskas classrooms.
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